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A crisis between the government of Chilean President Ricardo Lagos and the Chilean Air Force
(FACh) has spotlighted the limitations to the democracy put in place by former dictator Augusto
Pinochet (1973-1990) and could give a boost to Lagos' efforts to get rid of the country's remaining
"authoritarian enclaves."
The storm has been brewing since early September when human rights activists said that the
Comando Conjunto, a repressive group created within the FACh shortly after the coup that brought
Pinochet to power, had been revived to help block legal action in the courts against security forces
accused of human rights abuses during the de facto regime. A contemporary of the Direccion de
Inteligencia Nacional (DINA), the Comando Conjunto mainly consisted of Air Force officers and
noncommissioned officers, and one of its primary tasks was to pursue and kill or "disappear"
leaders of the Partido Comunista and other leftists forced by the coup to go underground.
Several weeks ago, the official newspaper La Nacion reported that former agents of the Comando
Conjunto were working to obstruct justice by covering up information from the Mesa de Dialogo. In
August 1999, the administration of President Eduardo Frei (1994-2000) set up the Mesa de Dialogo de
Derechos Humanos, a forum with representatives from the armed forces plus human rights lawyers
and church groups.
In a major breakthrough, the military delegates agreed to help determine what happened to more
than 1,300 people who were disappeared during the Pinochet era (see NotiSur, 2000-06-30). Nine
special human rights judges were appointed on the Mesa de Dialogo's recommendations. The
FACh, under commander in chief Gen. Patricio Rios, had made a commitment to help locate the
disappeared.
Last year, the FACh turned over to the government a report regarding the fate of 200 disappeared,
information that has largely proved erroneous. Human rights lawyers have complained about the
incomplete and useless records they have received (see NotiSur, 2001-01-02). The Lagos government
initially reacted with skepticism to the reports in La Nacion, but on Sept. 10, Jorge Correa, deputy
minister of the interior, conceded that there might be a link between the supposed network and
the difficulties that human rights lawyers had run across in their search for the remains of victims.
Correa said the government had decided to pursue legal action. Judge Mario Carroza, who is
assigned exclusively to investigating cases of people who disappeared during the Pinochet regime,
said the case was "very delicate" since it concerned the possibility that a group of military officers
was trying to obstruct justice.
On Sept. 27, Carroza ordered the detention of two FACh officers for kidnapping opponents of the
dictatorship. The officers are retired Gen. Enrique Ruiz Bungue a former head of FACh intelligence
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who is under house arrest, and retired Col. Juan Saavedra Loyola a former Comando Conjunto
agent who is being detained at the air force base at Bosque.

Informant interview leads to general's resignation
In an interview in the Sept. 8 edition of La Nacion, an anonymous source identified as Colmillo
Blanco (White Fang) gave details about the Comando Conjunto. He said former members began
to regroup last January, on orders from above, to obstruct legal proceedings against alleged
perpetrators of human rights abuses. One of the Comando's former agents, Viviana Ugarte
Sandoval, implicated in the disappearance of a pregnant woman during the dictatorship, is the
wife of FACh Gen. Patricio Campos Montesinos. Campos was assigned to compile the data on
human rights violations for the Mesa de Dialogo. Colmillo Blanco said Gen. Campos knew his wife's
background and ordered subordinates not to say anything.
The FACh "categorically" rejected allegations that it was colluding with former agents of the
dictatorship. In an interview on national television, Gen. Rios said that accusations that he was
involved in reorganizing the death squad were false. "In my control of the Air Force, I have never
ordered the activation of an organization that resembles the Commando Conjunto, with or without
that name; it does not exist, there isn't any," said Rios.
On Sept. 17, Gen. Campos submitted his resignation to Gen. Rios. Lagos limited in possible
response The president is barred by Chile's Constitution from firing military chiefs. Instead, he
removed the undersecretary of aviation in what government deputies said was a show of his
unhappiness with the military. And he ordered Rios to prepare a report on the allegations. Reporters
asked Lagos if Rios had his confidence, and he answered that only those whom he could ask to
resign had his confidence. "If the president has the authority to remove them [military chiefs],
the conduct of the commanders in chief is distinct, because in that case they have to depend on
the confidence of the president," Lagos said. Lagos removed Nelson Haddad, undersecretary of
aviation, for his responsibility in turning over incomplete information about human rights violations
in the FACh. Haddad was replaced by former undersecretary of mining Isidro Solis.
Just 24 hours later, Solis met with Gen. Rios to push for information on the Commando Conjunto
investigation. On Sept. 30, Gen. Rios gave the government his report, which only intensified the
tension. Rios had given his first report to Lagos a week earlier, but Lagos rejected it as "insufficient,"
and demanded a second document responding to the alleged reorganization of the Comando
Conjunto. The second FACh report, put together by Gen. Rios, said that Campos was appointed
because of "his knowledge of the juridical problems of human rights that other officers did
not have." Rios said that Campos' family connection with a former Comando Conjunto agent
"allowed him to build a bridge of trust with people who potentially had knowledge of the relevant
information."
The same day, Lagos said he "deplored" the report given him by Rios regarding the methods used
for compiling data on disappearances. He said it was inexplicable that Campos was put in charge
of gathering information that the institution had regarding the detained/disappeared, given his
wife's past membership in the Comando. "To designate Gen. Campos as the person responsible for
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compiling data about the serious acts of human rights violations to be turned over to the Mesa de
Dialogo, precisely because of his closeness to these violations, is inexplicable," said Lagos. He said
Campos' role in the information-gathering process "contributed to diminishing the credibility" of
the Mesa de Dialogo.
One by one, Chilean officials have publicly urged Gen. Rios to resign. The latest to speak out against
Rios have been leaders from the governing Concertacion coalition and the commander of the Army,
Gen. Juan Emilio Cheyre. Gen. Cheyre spoke of his regret at the damage done the Mesa de Dialogo.
Gen. Rios was asked to appear before the human rights committee of Congress on Oct. 2. It was a
tense session, made more so when he was met by several deputies carrying posters with photos of
victims of the Comando Conjunto. Rios' demeanor was somewhat conciliatory, however, and he
stressed his subordination to the president.

A crying need for change
While Lagos has been very vocal about his frustration with Gen. Rios' lack of cooperation in
the investigation, his options are limited. The 1980 Constitution, drafted by Pinochet, strips the
president of his authority to hire and fire the generals that head the different branches of the armed
forces.
On Sept. 26, the Agrupacion de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos (AFDD) supported Lagos'
actions and called for change. AFDD vice president Mireya Garcia said that the crisis confirms
the need to change the Constitution and return to the president the authority to remove military
commanders.
On Sept. 25, Lagos called on Congress and the various political sectors in the country to make the
needed changes. "We have been waiting for 20 years and it is time to return to a democratic system
in which the president of the republic has the powers that all democracies grant to heads of state,"
said Lagos. Since democracy was restored in 1990, various proposals to reform the Constitution
have failed because of the ironclad opposition of the right. But these vestiges of dictatorship brought
an assessment from the UN Development Program (UNDP) that these outdated structures are
an obstacle to democracy. The persistence of "authoritarian enclaves" makes democracy in Chile
incomplete, said the UNDP on July 24.
In its 2002 Report on Human Development, the UNPD said that Chile is a case "where the influence
of military power in the institutional life of the country remains beyond the reinstallation of
democracy." The UNDP's criticism of Chile included its continuation of designated senators, the
binominal electoral system, its concept of national security, and its commitment to turn over 10%
of the copper earnings to the military through the Ley Reservada del Cobre. The 1980 Constitution
underwent minimal reforms in 1989, but still is strongly "anti-democratic" in the view of most
Concertacion members largely because of the unprecedented authority it gives to the military,
including allowing each branch of the military to have one sitting designated senator.
The lifetime and designated senators vote with the right-wing political parties to hold off
constitutional change in Chile (see NotiSur, 2000-04-07, 2001-12-21). The president has threatened
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to call a plebiscite to get rid of the authoritarian enclaves, and he is confident he would win. He can
constitutionally call a plebiscite if he refuses to sign a law put before him by the Congress. Recent
polls show 79% of Chileans favor reforming the Constitution and 74% favor giving the president the
power to remove military commanders.

-- End --
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